
the centre of 
our family. 
Everyone 
doted  
on her, 
especially 
me, and as a 
teenager I’d 
pick her up 
from nursery on 
my way back from 
school and mind her 
until Mum got home from work.

As she grew up she’d borrow 
my clothes and make-up and I’d  
do her hair before we went out 
clubbing together. I still giggle 
when I think about the night  
some guy thought she was the 
older sister. She was furious!

Anna trusted me implicitly, 
telling me everything from worries 
about schoolwork to which boys 
she liked at university. 

After my children came along 
– Amber, now 18, Edison, 15 and 
Theo, nine – Anna doted on them. 
We agreed we wouldn’t hide her 
diagnosis from them. Amber and 
Ed were old enough to understand 
about cancer, but Anna patiently 

hen Anna Swabey found out she  
had an incurable brain tumour at 
just 23, she fought the disease with 
everything she had, keeping friends, 

family and supporters up to date with her 
progress via her blog, Inside My Head. 

But tragically, on September 16, 2016,  
a day before she was due to get married,  
Anna died aged just 25. 

Here, in an exclusive interview to mark  
the first anniversary of Anna’s death, her sister 
Victoria Cartwright, 37, a hair salon owner 
from Newton Aycliffe, County Durham, reveals 
how she’s getting through each day without 
Anna by her side…

experience she could, including 
falling in love and getting married.

She asked me to be her maid  
of honour and threw herself into 
planning their wedding, booked  
for September 17, 2016, in the 
Yorkshire Dales. We went dress 
shopping together, but it was 
bittersweet knowing it would be  
a short marriage.

Anna had started blogging  
about her cancer battle and 

there weeping in utter shock. 
Anna, who’d studied languages 

at university before going on to  
work in retail, was the first to  
dry her tears and resolve not to 
waste whatever time she had left. 
She sought a second opinion at 
Charing Cross Hospital, London, 
where a specialist explained  
that although he couldn’t cure  
her, he could buy her time. His 
prognosis of up to three years  
was a lot more hopeful.

In March 2015, Anna underwent 
surgery to remove some of the 
tumour, then began a year of 
gruelling chemo. She got sick,  
lost her hair and gained weight 
– but she never lost her sparkle.  

Anna had moved back to our 
family home, minutes away from 
my house, so I’d pop in after work. 
She leaned on Mum whenever  
she felt emotional or frightened,  
so she needed me to help her  
feel normal. Mostly we just  
teased each other, gossiped  
and laughed. In private, though,  
I broke down regularly. 

From the moment Anna was 
born when I was 11, she’d been 

It happens most days. I’ll begin 
a WhatsApp message to Anna, 

or hear a song on the radio that 
we danced to together, and it hits 
me with a force that takes my 
breath away – my sister isn’t here 
any more. A year on from her 
death, I still talk about her in the 
present tense and my home is 
filled with photos of us together. 

In January 2015, Anna was 
rushed to hospital after suffering  
a seizure at her flat in Portsmouth. 
Our parents Linda, 61, and Keith, 
52, drove 300 miles from Newton 
Aycliffe, County Durham, to 
Southampton General Hospital.  
My brother Matt, 35, and I flew 
down the next day.

Anna, then 23, was outwardly fit 
and healthy. Naively, my worst-
case scenario was that she had 
epilepsy. But a week later, after 
endless tests, a consultant told  
us she had an inoperable, 
cancerous brain tumour and  
just a few months left to live. 

Anna was my baby sister, my 
best friend and closest confidante. 
I couldn’t conceive living in a 
world without her in it. We all sat 
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vowed to raise £100,000 for the 
Brain Tumour Research Campaign. 
She felt passionately that, while  
it was too late for her, she wanted 
to leave a legacy to help others.  
She even spoke on the TV news 
about only having months left to 
live and managed not to break 
down. I was amazed at her 
strength and bravery.

In June 2016, we celebrated 
Anna’s hen do, but two months 

explained to Theo, 
“I have an angry 

orange in my head 
which is making me poorly.” 

BItterSweet
Having left her friends and social 
life in Portsmouth, I sensed Anna 
was a bit lonely and bored.

“Why don’t you download 
Tinder on to your phone?”  
I suggested. “You could go  
on a few dates, just for fun.”

Soon after, Anna met Andy  
Bell, 26, an engineer from 
Newcastle, through the app. She 
was open about her situation,  
but they soon got serious and  
I was thrilled when they got 
engaged in December 2015.  
She didn’t have a whole lifetime 
ahead of her, so I wanted her  
to cram in every wonderful 

the sisters
at Anna’s
hen do in
June 2016
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Mum of three Victoria Cartwright tells  how losing her younger 
sister to a brain tumour has devastated their whole family… 

‘I’m still learning 
to live without my 
strong, brave Anna’

later she had another operation 
and was given devastating news. 
Her tumour was now Grade 4 – the 
most aggressive type. Within weeks, 
her health deteriorated drastically.

At a party soon after, she was 
shuffling instead of walking. She 
barely ate and had moments when 
she just glazed over. I was terrified.

The following day, Anna was 
due at mine for Sunday lunch,  
but Mum phoned to say she was  
in a deep sleep. We gathered at 
the house and doctors arrived, 
explaining the tumour was placing 
intense pressure on Anna’s brain. 
She’d always hated hospitals and 
was adamant that she wanted to 
die at home. As hard as it was to 
face, that time had now come.  
The whole family wanted her in  
her own bed, with all of us there.

Anna and Andy’s wedding plans 
were cancelled. Everyone knew 
she wasn’t going to be well 
enough to fulfil that dream. For the 
next fortnight, we kept a bedside 
vigil, taking it in turns to sleep. 

Every now and then Anna woke 
up, confused and hallucinating. 
Nurses gave her pain relief and  
my daughter Amber painted her  
nails and brushed her hair, but 
Edison found it hard to see his  
aunt like that.  

One of the last things Anna  
said to me, days before she died, 
was “I love you” as she squeezed 
my hand. 

teAr-StAINeD
On the night of September 15,  
2016, my partner of two years,  
Lee, 40, and I sat with Anna while 
everyone else slept. Her breathing 
was so laboured it was agonising 
to watch. In fact, it felt selfish to 
want to keep her with us.

At 2am the following morning, 
Mum took over and I went to  
bed, where I lay awake, too 
heartbroken to sleep. But I must 
have drifted off eventually, as  
I was woken by Mum gently 
shaking me. Dawn had just  

broken and I could see Mum’s 
face was stained with tears. 

“She’s gone,” she whispered. 
“She’s gone.”

We held each other and wept. 
The shock and pain was so 
intense, but I was also relieved 
Anna wasn’t suffering any more. 

I’ve been asked if I wish I’d 
been with Anna when she died, 
but I’m glad Mum was there. She 
brought Anna into the world – it’s 
right she was there when she left it.

Anna’s funeral took place  
a week later. That day her 
fundraising campaign reached  
the £100,000 target – and it’s 
continued to rise since then. It  
was surreal that Anna’s death  
was being reported on the news, 
but I understood why. Her  
courage and positivity were 
infectious. I was so proud.

I can’t believe a year has  
now passed since Anna died  
and all the firsts without her have 
been really hard – the first 
Christmas, her birthday in July.  
To mark the anniversary of her 
death, we walked the five and  
a half mile Great Aycliffe Way  
with her family and friends, then 
toasted her memory in a pub. 
Anna would have hated us to  
sit around moping. 

Carrying on Anna’s charity work 
helps me feel connected to her, 
but my memories aren’t of her 
slipping away – they’re happy  
ones of her dancing around a 
hotel room in her pants, or on 
holiday in Florida. I remember  
her sarcastic sense of humour, 
her potty mouth and her fierce 
loyalty to the people she loved.

Despite having 20 months 
knowing I was losing her, nothing 
can ever prepare you. I’m still 
taking it day by day, learning 
how to live without her.

Eimear O’Hagan 

To make a donation in Anna’s 
memory go to Justgiving.com/
fundraising/insidemyhead

Anna lost
her hair but
“never lost

her sparkle”

Victoria is still
learning to live

without her sister

Anna died the day
before she was due

to marry Adam

Anna and Victoria
with their brother

and parents in 2015


